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WHAT IS PAIN AND HOW DO WE DESCRIBE
IT?
Asking a question like, “What is pain?” might seem silly. Surely
everyone knows what pain is, do not they? You accidentally brush
your hand on a hot stove or bang your elbow on a table and
suddenly it hurts. Pain is a common part of everyday life and it helps
us to learn to avoid situations that might cause us harm. Once you
know that touching a hot stove is painful, you try to avoid doing it
again.
Pain is also a big part of our earliest life experiences. Toddlers fall
down and bump into things as they learn to walk and babies cry at
the sudden pain of a routine injection. In a recent study, researchers
observed children aged 1–2 years in a play centre and reported at
Pain is a common experience in everyday life and part of
our earliest experiences as babies and toddlers. Most pain
that we experience does not last very long and is “helpful,”
as it teaches us how to avoid situations that can cause us
harm. However, not all pain is short term or helpful. Pain
that is continuous or comes and goes for a minimum of 3
months is called chronic pain. Chronic pain is common in
children and teenagers and can a ect many areas of young
people’s lives, such as sport, school, sleep, mental health,
and friendships. Unfortunately, we do not understand this
experience of chronic pain in young people, and how it
a ects their lives, very well at all. It is really important that
we develop a better understanding of how we can support
young people with chronic pain and their families to live full
lives.
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least one painful event (such as a fall or a bump) per hour per child
[1]. Luckily, these types of painful experiences usually last only for a
short time and then go away. This type of pain is called .
Pain is not always short lived, however. You may well be able to
think about times where pain has lasted for a really long time, even
if it is not present all the time. Examples can include experiencing
regular headaches or breaking an arm over a year ago, but still
experiencing pain in this arm and not being able to use the arm
properly. This is an example of pain that is not helpful as it is not
providing any useful function, such as preventing use of an injured
arm. Pain that is continuous, or comes and goes for at least 3
months, is called . Unfortunately, we do not
understand the experience of chronic pain very well.
To try and better understand the experience of chronic pain, various
measures have been developed to measure the severity of the pain
experience. There are numerous ways in which pain can be
measured, from observing pain behaviours, such as grimaces in
babies, to asking young people to rate their pain on a scale of 0 (no
pain) to 10 (worst pain imaginable). Measures like these are called
numerical rating scales and focus on assessing the “severity” of
pain.
HOW COMMON IS CHRONIC PAIN IN YOUNG
PEOPLE?
We know that chronic pain is commonly experienced by children
and teenagers (we will use the term “young people” to refer to the
combined group of children and teenagers throughout the article).
A recent study conducted across 42 di erent countries found that
44.2% of young people reported experiencing weekly pain over the
past 6 months, with rates di ering between countries [2].
acute pain
chronic pain
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Remember that this number says nothing about the impact of this
pain on the lives of these young people, with many young people
likely living a full life. An older study of young people with chronic
pain highlighted that about 5.1% of young people with chronic pain
had pain so severe that it impacted their daily lives, stopping them
from doing things that they wanted to do [3].
The research data tell us that chronic pain is more common in girls
and that the experience of chronic pain increases as children
become teens. We do not know why pain increases during puberty
or why it is more common in girls, although higher levels of chronic
pain have also been found in women compared with men.
Chronic pain can be part of an ongoing health condition in young
people, such as , in ammatory bowel disease, or chronic
fatigue syndrome, or it can occur for no obvious reason at all.
Research is beginning to look at why some young people develop
chronic pain. For example, one current study is looking at why
some young people still experience pain even once a fractured
bone has healed. You can read more about this study here.
HOW CAN LIVING WITH CHRONIC PAIN
AFFECT YOUNG PEOPLE’S LIVES?
There are lots of di erent ways that living with chronic pain can
a ect young people’s lives (Figure 1). We know that it can make it
di cult for young people to sleep, take part in sports, concentrate,
attend school and go out with friends or family. With this in mind, it
is not surprising that one of the biggest challenges that young
people who live with chronic pain face is poor mental health. In
fact, young people report high levels of anxiety and depression,
with some mental health problems remaining as the young person
becomes an adult [4].
arthritis
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Figure 1 - Some of the ways that chronic pain can impact various aspects of
young people’s lives.
Chronic pain also often disrupts young people’s school life. We
know that living with chronic pain can make attending school
di cult, with young people missing many school days. One US
based study found that young people with chronic pain that is not
related to a medical condition missed almost nine school days over
3 months, resulting in greater absences than young people with
arthritis and pain free young people [5]. In some extreme cases,
studies have shown that young people who are very disabled by
their ongoing pain may have to repeat a year. Even if these young
people can attend school, experiencing constant pain can make it
di cult to concentrate and take part in activities. Missing out on
school activities can disrupt learning and also make it di cult to
make new friends or keep up with existing friends.
Living with chronic pain can also a ect young people’s sense of
who they are and what makes them unique. We call this process
forming . Forming personal identity is tricky for any
young person, but can be particularly challenging for young people
who need to  nd a sense of who they are despite living with
chronic pain [6]. For some young people, their pain becomes part
of their sense of who they are, so they see themselves as teenagers
who live with chronic pain. Other young people are keen to think
about their pain as separate from their sense of who they are. So,
they see themselves as people who love dancing and chatting with
friends but who just happen to live with chronic pain.
personal identity
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The impact of chronic pain can extend beyond the young person
and a ect their parents and caregivers. In particular, we know that
parents of young people who live with ongoing pain often report
feeling anxious and depressed. Studies have also shown that
parents of young people who are extremely disabled by their pain
report challenges with managing a full social and work life. This
impact on parents’ lives is often because their child with pain is
heavily dependent on them, much more so than young people of a
similar age who do not experience pain [7].
HOW DO OTHERS MAKE SENSE OF PAIN THAT
IS HARD TO SEE?
One of the biggest problems faced by young people with chronic
pain is that pain is often invisible to others. If you break your leg,
you might have your leg in a cast. This cast makes it easy for people
to see your pain, and it is a clear sign to be careful around your leg.
It also lets other people know to be patient with you, since you
would not be up and running around for the next few weeks. But
what happens when pain is ongoing and there is no obvious cause
or no visible sign, maybe “just” a painful back that is better some
days than others? So, one day you can make it into school, but the
next day you cannot, because it is too painful to get out of bed.
Friends, family, and teachers might  nd it really tricky to understand
how you can experience ongoing pain when they cannot see what
is causing the pain or how pain levels can change very quickly from
day to day. Friends might  nd it di cult to understand why you
sometimes need to cancel plans at the last minute when you feel
poorly. If this happens frequently, your friends could think that you
do not want to hang out with them anymore, and no longer invite
you to meet up. Issues like this make it harder for young people
with chronic pain to maintain friendships. Scientists do not know
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much about the long-term e ects that tricky friendships in the teen
years can have on young people with chronic pain as they get
older.
WHAT TREATMENTS ARE AVAILABLE FOR
YOUNG PEOPLE WHO EXPERIENCE CHRONIC
PAIN?
You might think that drugs are the obvious choice for managing
chronic pain in young people, but in actual fact, we do not know a
lot about whether drugs, and which drugs, help reduce chronic
pain in young people. That is not to say that drugs do not work or
that doctors do not use them in these cases, but simply that not
enough good quality studies have looked at this issue. So, what do
we know?
We do know that psychological techniques, such as setting
achievable goals and relaxation, can be useful for helping young
people with chronic pain to get back to doing the things they want
to do, like going out with friends, going to school, or playing sports.
These psychological treatments might include things like 
, which aims to change how young
people think and feel about their pain and how they (and others,
like parents and teachers) respond when they experience pain.
Figure 2 shows how CBT treatment addresses thoughts, feelings,
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Figure 2 - Cognitive behavioural therapy can be used to treat chronic pain.
In CBT, treatment addresses thoughts, feelings, and behaviours about a particular
phenomenon—in this case, chronic pain.
For example, lots of young people are understandably worried
about the possible damage that moving a painful area might cause
to their body. Not moving painful areas over time can lead to loss of
muscle strength and  tness. To help young people engage in gentle
movement of painful areas, CBT challenges their thoughts and
feelings about what will happen if they try move the painful area.
CBT does not usually focus on reducing the pain itself, but instead
focuses on reducing the disruptive impact pain has on the young
person’s life. There is good evidence available that CBT helps young
people to get back to doing the activities that are important to
them [8].
A newer therapy for treating chronic pain in young people is called
. Although it has someacceptance and commitment therapy (ACT)
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similarities with CBT, ACT focuses on helping young people to
accept their pain and to stop struggling over changing di cult
thoughts and behaviours related to pain. ACT encourages young
people to focus on the present, through activities, such as
mindfulness exercises and allowing thoughts to occur in a way that
is not overwhelming. ACT hopes to achieve the same goal as CBT:
to help young people begin to take part in activities that they value,
like going out with friends. However, not many studies have used
ACT to treat chronic pain in young people, so there is not yet much
evidence to tell us whether ACT is e ective in supporting young
people to manage their pain and its e ects.
Neither CBT nor ACT focus on reducing the pain itself. Instead, they
focus on reducing the disruptive impact pain has on the young
person’s life, by supporting young people (and their parents) to
address things that the young people can change and that are
important to them. These treatments often involve working to
improve sleep, mood, and exercise or movement. Young people
and their parents can take part in CBT and ACT either individually or
with a group, and either face-to-face or online. Young people tend
to enjoy a group approach, as this means they get to meet other
young people who truly understand what it is like to live with
chronic pain. Interestingly, some CBT and ACT treatment
programmes for chronic pain in young people are also beginning to
include parents as well as young people.
CONCLUSION
We hope that we have shown you that chronic pain is a common
experience for children and teenagers and that, for a smaller group
of young people, it has a huge impact on many areas of their lives
and the lives of their parents and families. The experience of
chronic pain is complicated, because everyone experiences pain
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di erently. Additionally, the fact that chronic pain itself is often
invisible makes it di cult for others to understand, but also di cult
for young people themselves to make sense of the pain. While
some help is available for young who experience chronic pain,
more research is needed to understand which treatments work best
for which young people and their families. To address the issue of
the invisibility of pain, it is very important to increase public
awareness of how chronic pain can a ect young people and what
can be done to support them.
Glossary
Acute Pain: ↑ Pain that lasts <3 months.
Chronic Pain: ↑ Pain that lasts for 3 months or longer.
Arthritis: ↑ A health condition that causes swelling, sti ness, and pain in a
person’s joints.
Personal Identity: ↑ A sense of who you are as a person and what makes you
unique.
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT): ↑ A psychological therapy that involves
changing the way that people think and behave about pain.
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT): ↑ A psychological therapy that
focuses on accepting pain and giving up the struggle to change thoughts and
feelings about pain.
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